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THE TESTIMONY OF JOHN THE BAPTIST. 



By Professor Robert A. Falconer, D.Litt., 
Presbyterian College, Halifax, Nova Scotia. 



It has become a commonplace with some critics that the 
John the Baptist of the fourth gospel is idealized almost beyond 
recognition as a historical character, the synoptic record being 
the standard ; though, to be sure, Matthew's account must be 
stripped of an upper layer of Johannine-like deposit in order 
that the original element may be laid bare. According to this 
irreducible minimum, the Baptist is supposed not to have recog- 
nized Jesus as Messiah at his Baptism. But it seems to me that 
the four gospels present a thoroughly consistent picture of the 
Forerunner. 

John was the last of the prophets. As that of a prophet his 
ministry must be interpreted. His thought and words are quar- 
ried from Old Testament prophecy, the transforming vision of 
the master-builder of the new covenant having changed the 
fashion rather than the material of his building. 

He came from the finest stock of Israel. His father's song, 
intrinsically genuine at least in the impression of his memory 
lingering in the primitive church, is fragrant of the finest flower- 
ing of Hebrew piety : 

Thou, child, shalt be called the prophet of the Most High : 

For thou shalt go before the face of the Lord to make ready his ways ; 

To give knowledge of salvation unto his people 

In the remission of their sins, 

Because of the tender mercy of our God, 

Whereby the dayspring from on high shall visit us, 

To shine upon them that sit in darkness and the shadow of death ; 

To guide our feet into the way of peace. 

True to former prophecy at its best, and also to the universalism 
of the fourth gospel, this song gives the promise of forgiveness 
of sins even to the gentiles, for the sun of righteousness shall 
rise upon them. 
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In John's own preaching there is an advance on Zacharias' 
Benedictus. National privileges count with him for little. He 
seems to have lost hope for Israel as such. The ax is laid at 
the root of the tree. What power could induce vicious rulers to 
repent, even though some of the pestilent Pharisees and Sad- 
ducees stray to his baptism ? When the Lord cometh he will 
refine his people with the fire of judgment, consuming like withes 
the pride of evil men who think that they are bound in the 
bundle of true Israel because they have Abraham to their father. 

Before John saw Jesus in baptism, his preaching was vibrant 
with one of the ruling conceptions of Old Testament prophecy — 
the coming of the Day of the Lord. On reading his words we 
seem to hear an echo from Amos or Hosea. Repent and receive 
remission of sins, was the burden of his cry ; for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand, Jehovah is coming to judgment (Luke 3 : 3, 
4, 17). Does not this remind us of Jeremiah and Isaiah : 

O Jerusalem, wash thy heart from wickedness that thou mayest be saved. 
How long shall evil thoughts lodge within thee ? . . . . Let the wicked for- 
sake his ways and the unrighteous man his thoughts ; and let him return unto 
Jehovah, and He will have mercy upon him ; and to our God, for he will 
abundantly pardon .... I will forgive their iniquity and their sins will I 
remember no more. 

And of these words of Malachi : 

The Lord whom ye seek shall suddenly come to his temple .... But 
who may abide the day of his coming ? And who shall stand when he 
appeareth ? For he is like a refiner's fire and like fuller's soap ; and he shall 
sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he shall purify the sons of Levi. 

Since Jesus tells us that the baptism of John was from heaven, 
and that he was much more than a prophet, we may suppose that 
he appreciated what was best and deepest in prophecy. Even 
Israel was to be purged. John's righteousness was undiluted by 
any mere national aspirations. But he was a child of the 
prophets in looking for a sudden coming of the Day of the Lord. 
This judgment was to be a crisis in the world's history — swift, 
terrible, sifting; though out of his mercy Jehovah sends his 
people the great Elijah to prepare them for His coming by a 
call to repentance. Thereupon the new Israel would be inaug- 
urated by the Messiah, triumphant and glorious. 
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John says that he did not know Jesus. This cannot mean 
that he was not acquainted with one from his own circle, whose 
marvelous character had brought him favor with God and 
man. Why should Jesus join the throng of the penitent ? 
There was no room for him in John's catechumenate. John did 
not recognize in Jesus the Messiah. Probably he was looking 
for some such figure as is described in Daniel with the magnifi- 
cence and pomp of royalty. Certainly he did not see in the 
gentle and winsome righteousness of Jesus the majestic form of 
prophecy. " The one who was to come " was a well-known 
figure, none other than the Messiah expected with long-deferred 
hope (Ps. 118 : 26; Hab. 2: 3 [LXX]). Whence he would come 
they did not know; Elijah was to show them, and John knew 
that he was not Elijah (John 1 : 21); but "His goings forth were 
from of old, from everlasting," and contemporary expectation 
had conjured up a somewhat vague figure with at least an ideal 
pre existence. How far John shared these current ideas we 
cannot say. As his own life had been strenuous, the Messiah 
likewise was to be one who would come with power to judgment. 
The din of his forceful age had dulled his ear against the messi- 
anic utterance of one who did not lift up his voice and cry. 
Nothing less than the vision and the divine voice in the baptism 
could convince him that this youth is not merely another 
prophet, not merely Jesus of Nazareth of full stature in wisdom 
and grace, charming the stern man of the desert with a new 
word from the Lord something like his own message, but that 
he is indeed the stronger than he whose shoe latchet he is 
unworthy to unloose. 

The vision of the Spirit and the voice opened to the Baptist 
a new world. Through rifts in the tempestuous and thunderous 
sky of his life there appear stars from hidden and placid depths, 
constellations from a diviner world behind the clouds. There 
are deeper things in life than judgment ; and from the flying 
wrack of the Day of the Lord emerges the prophetic promise of 
the Servant. John had been under preparation for this event 
(John I :33), his mind having doubtless been led, according to 
the analogy of the prophet, into the mysteries of the Old Testa- 
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ment ; and at the sight of the outpoured spirit, and at the 
words, "Thou art my beloved Son, in Thee I am well pleased," 
how could he help reverting to the great figure of the evangeli- 
cal prophet : 

Behold my servant whom I uphold ; 

My chosen, in whom my soul delighteth ; 

I will put my spirit upon him, 

He shall bring forth right to the gentiles. 

"The essential points in the idea of the Servant are Jehovah's 
choice of him, and his forming of him. Jehovah is his Father ; 
he calls or creates him ; God puts his word in his mouth and 
pours out his spirit upon him" (A. B. Davidson). These ele- 
ments are all found in the divine inauguration of Jesus into his 
Messiahship, even as described in Mark. The Messiah is the 
long-predicted Servant of Jehovah. 

Two other features are also essential to the prophetic con- 
ception of the Servant: (i) The Servant is not only for Israel. 
God the Lord is the creator of the earth. 

I, the Lord, have called thee in righteousness and will hold thine hand ; 
And I will keep thee, and make thee a covenant of a people, a light of 
gentiles. 

(2) The suffering of the Servant is the means whereby the uni- 
versal redemption is to be provided. Jehovah redeems, not 
only his own people, but the world, through his elect. 

That vision must have awakened in John, who was no ordi- 
nary Jew, the memory of these pathetic words finely attuned to 
his own lonely life : 

Wounded for our transgressions, 

Bruised for our iniquities : 

The chastisement of our peace was upon him, 

And by his stripes we are healed. 

And we like sheep were gone astray, 

We were turned every one to his own way, 

And the Lord made to light on him the iniquity of us all. 

He was oppressed, yet when he was afflicted 

He opened not his mouth ; 

As a lamb that is led to the slaughter 

And as a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, 

So he opened not his mouth. 
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John is changed. Jesus does for him what he did afterward 
for Paul, and what he has done ever since for the world — he 
interprets the Father. He came not to judge, but to save. 
This was the promise of classic prophecy. Jesus is winsome, 
but righteous withal. He constrains by his grace, and yet the 
sin of the world is an awful fact. Into the midst of it comes the 
absolutely pure one, the Son of God. How can this be ? The 
Pharisees and the common people may have forgotten that he 
who was to come was to be led as a lamb to the slaughter. But 
John found in him the lamb of God that taketh away the sin of 
the world. Thus the words of John I : 29, 36, though possibly 
conformed in expression to the later primitive Christian thought 
(1 Pet. 1 : 19; Heb. 9 : 14), are profoundly true to the situation, 
and accord with the great messianic figure of the synoptic nar- 
rative, the Servant who is the beloved Son of God. 

What was meant by the words, " He that cometh after me is 
become before me ; for he was before me (ir/jwro? pov fjv) ," John 
1 : 1 5, 30 ? They may have assumed a definiteness in the memory 
of the evangelist that they had not when originally uttered, for his 
reflection is often the medium through which sayings are trans- 
mitted, as may be seen from the expansion of John 3:31-36. 
We can hardly suppose that John the Baptist had that deep 
insight into the nature of Christ that only came with the grow- 
ing revelation of Jesus to His church. They meant at least that 
as Messiah Jesus was the primary, absolute One, with whom 
there could be no comparison. The vision would also give 
reality to the vague messianic attributes of royal majesty, pre- 
existence and mystery, that must have been a part of his 
hereditary mental furniture. 

It is very doubtful whether John openly proclaimed to the 
crowds who came to his baptism that Jesus was the Messiah. 
This, at any rate, is not involved in the narrative of the fourth 
gospel. He spoke directly to some of his disciples, an inner 
circle, it would appear, who were probably more or less initiated 
into the secrets of their master's mind, though even to them in 
pregnant rather than popular phrase (John 1:29, 36). On the 
other hand, we get the impression that he had not definitely 
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announced Jesus as Messiah thus early even to all his following 
(John 3:25, 26). His testimony to these had been probably 
suggestive. Now his answer is that the work of Jesus is 
divinely sanctioned. He must increase, for he is greater ; 
Israel that had been forsaken has found her husband, whereat 
the joy of the Baptist is fulfilled. So it would seem that, when 
the disciples asked John concerning Jesus, he does not hesitate 
to declare his own belief, though he continues his preparatory 
work. The crowds are not yet ripe for such testimony as he, 
after the vision, has it in his power to give. The messianic 
age has come, but matters must develop. Nor does this conflict 
with the answer to the Pharisees (John 1 : 26, 27). He merely 
tells them that the Messiah is in their midst. These words are 
only another way of putting the pre-baptismal message of Mark 
1 : 7, 8 in the new conditions. The man to inaugurate the mes- 
sianic movement has come. Who he is time will show. And 
Jesus in claiming John as a witness to himself (John 5 : 33), 
just as he did afterward (Mark 1 1 : 27 ff) , only states that 
he bore witness to the truth, and that he declared his messiah- 
ship to the wide world. Such testimony would have been met 
with scorn. An appeal to prophecy would have been futile for 
the average hearer ; he was not sufficiently responsive to its 
deeper notes. Events may disclose the man to the general. 

This agrees with the incident of Matthew 1 1 : 2 ff . The ques- 
tion brought by two of his disciples shows that the Baptist had 
been teaching them that Jesus was the Messiah. For the reply 
of Jesus, "Blessed is he whosoever shall find no occasion of 
stumbling in me" (11 : 6), as well as his defense of John before 
the crowds, shows that his question arose from doubt, and was 
not the sign of dawning consciousness that Jesus is the Messiah. 
The answer of Jesus further indicates the method of his self- 
revelation to the multitude. He demands belief in himself ; he 
fulfils what was predicted of the Servant ; he claims John as his 
prophetic forerunner. From prophecy he restores forgotten 
features and combines them into a new and living messianic 
conception before he assumes the title of Messiah. But for 
those who had ears to understand, these words were as much a 
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messianic claim at an early period in his career as anything in 
the fourth gospel. Even the messianic confession is made only 
to the few receptive or exceptional believers. 

John was never within the kingdom of God. He seems not 
to have understood its fundamental import, and yet he gave an 
immense impetus to its inauguration. His cry that the kingdom 
of heaven was at hand awoke the national hopes of people of 
very different tempers. There were quiet, enduring men and 
women looking for the consolation of Israel ; Pharisees with 
their disciples ; and a host of the common people. All gathered 
from John the idea that the kingdom was something to be 
eagerly seized upon ; and the crowds were pressing in to take 
their place in the rehabilitated Israel. Doubtless they all shared 
the belief— more or less refined —of a sudden breaking in of the 
kingdom. It was to come with observation. Men would soon 
cry: lo, here! or lo, there! And for John and for the Pharisee the 
reply of Jesus would be the same: "The kingdom of heaven is 
within you" (Luke 17 : 20). Thus both stood outside the king- 
dom ; but how vast was the difference in their attitudes ! 

We are now in a position to understand the Baptist's question 
(Matt. 11:3). It was not merely a prisoner's despair, though 
shut off as he was, he could not satisfy himself as to the nature 
of the work of Jesus. 

I. "He heard the works of the Christ." But they were so 
disappointing. The kingdom was not coming with power. The 
Bridegroom was not yet rejoicing in the Bride. It is true that 
Galilee was astir, but so had Judea been at his own preaching. 
So far there was no national regeneration, much less any wide 
movement for the outside world of the gentiles, such as he had 
foretold. Was the flood of prophetic promise to run to waste in 
Galilee ? John's complaint was not very different from that of 
the brothers of Jesus — one who makes great claims must show 
himself as Messiah to the world in Jerusalem and not remain 
buried in Galilee (John 7: 3-5). The contrast between hope 
and realization was too much for John, and Jesus rebukes him 
for the tone of unbelief. John could not believe that the king- 
dom was in their midst, because there was no display of the 
majesty of the Day of the Lord. 
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2. John was probably disappointed also in Jesus as the Lamb 
of God. In Matt, n : 16-19 we have a vivid contrast between 
Jesus and John as they struck the popular imagination. John 
was stern, ascetic, possessed by a demon ; his disciples fasted. 
Jesus mingled in the pleasures of men ; at their banquets he com- 
panied with all, even publicans and sinners. Men called him a 
wine-bibber and gluttonous. Are we surprised that, when this 
rumor floated in through the bars of his prison, John was disap- 
pointed ? He could not know the heart of Jesus. A man of 
sorrows, he expected to find in Jesus the Man of sorrows. The 
sins of the people should smite him sorely. Like Isaiah, John 
was possessed by an awful sense of the divine holiness. Surely 
the Servant of the Lord would be seized with travail of soul at 
the state of his people. But where was there any mighty hatred 
surging around the suffering Jesus ? Had his undeserved 
reproach thus far turned the hearts of the people toward him ? 
How can the favorite of worldly Galilee be compared to a lamb 
led to the slaughter and to a sheep dumb before her shearers ? 

The day of Christ's anguish and rejection was still below the 
horizon, and no breath of its dawn has yet gone shivering through 
the enthusiasm of the multitude for him. John suspects some 
illusion in what he saw and heard of Jesus. Not that he was an 
impostor, but perhaps only Elijah or Jeremiah or some prophet 
preparatory for the coming of the Messiah. When we consider 
how much all prophecy had in it of the human element, how the 
prophetic inspiration was not continuous, how the prophet might 
naturally imagine that he had read more into the vision than 
was meant by it, how even the miraculous did not convey as 
much to the Hebrew as it would to the world of today, we can- 
not think it strange that John grew skeptical of his prophetic 
testimony, when he lay helpless, the once free man of the wilder- 
ness, tamed by a dungeon .' 

In his reply Jesus neither upbraids nor argues, but bids the 

disciples describe what they saw of his work. He words his 

description of it according to the prophecy of the great figure of 

the Servant who had been so much in the thought of John 

■See Davidson, art. "Prophecy," in Hastings's Dictionary of the Bible. 
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(Isa. 35 : 5 f . ; 6 1 : i). Mercy, sympathy, glad proclamation of 
a free gospel to all, are the purest marks of the messianic work 
of the Spirit-filled servant. With this prophecy Jesus had 
opened his public ministry ( Luke 4 : 18 ff.). Illuminating, 
redemptive, healing, life-giving, a preacher of good tidings to 
the poor, such he is most truly ; and his kingdom cometh not 
with observation, though for those who have eyes to see it 
is already here. 

And yet John was no reed shaken by the wind. Like the 
apostles afterward, who interpreted the parousia of Christ in 
terms of the Day of the Lord, he also seems to have taken its 
imagery too literally. John, the prophet of the old covenant, 
never heard the parable of the seed that grows into the blade, 
ear, and full corn in the ear, and there is small wonder that he 
was perplexed by the messianic work of Jesus. Even he, than 
whom there hath not arisen a greater among those born of 
women, lacked faith ; but, his doubts notwithstanding, Jesus 
declares that those who will not discern the heavenly origin of 
his work have no capacity for judging as to his own authority. 



